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ABSTRACT
The paper presents a nontechnical analysis of the

philosophical theory of speech acts as a paradigmatic rIxplanation of
interpersonal communication. A contrast is drawn between the idea
that. meaning is "in people" and the speech act theory that meaning is
an interpersonal construct. There are nine conditions of
interpersonal communication that must exist for a statement to have
meaning to a speaker and a listener; both persons speak the same
language; the speaker articulates a promise in the sentence uttered;
in expressing that promise the speaker obligates himself to a future
act; both the speaker and the listener have a clear preference for
the speaker keeping his promise; the promise predicates a future act
that normally would not happen without the making of the promise; the
speaker is sincere in his purpose; the speaker intends that the
utterance of the sentence will place him under an obligation tq do
the future act; the speaker intends to produce in the listener the
knowledge that the utterance of the sentence places the speaker under
an obligation to do the future act; and the semantical rules of the
dialect spoken by the speaker and the listener are such that the
sentence is correctly and sincerely uttered. (WR)
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The paper presents a non-technical analysis of the philosophical

theory of "speech acts" as a paradigmatic explanation of interpersonal

communication. A contrast is drain between the idea that meaning is

"in people" and the speech act theory of meaning as an interpersonal

construct. This is to say, the commonly accepted view that language

reflects personal experience in communication is compared with the

speech act theory that linguistic meaning is an interpersonal action.



Daring his inaugural Lecture on ":1Janing and ',II" at the rnlversity of meford

in :;,.)eeeber of 1969, P. F. Strawson Look up what was at the problem in the

philosophy of language. Professor Strewson formulated the proble2m as "the con,lict

of formal semantics."1 The significance of Strawson's statement lies not so much in

the acknowledgement of competing theories, as in the recognition of the interpersonal

nature of the communication act. in the analysis that follows, I want to argue that

the philosophical theory of "speech acts" is a paridgmatic account of meaning in inter-

personal communication and not merely a logical, philosophical account of what it is

for an indivl.dual to use language with sense and reference. Put more simply, I am

suggesting that meaning can best be understood as the recognition of a mutual in-

tendon between a speaker and listener, rather than just the analogical coincidence

of two personal sets of linguistic experience.

I

Historically speaking, the theory of speech acts emerged from the writing of

John L. Austin, most notably in his bock how To Do Thing With Words.2 It is im-

portant for our purposes to note simply that Austin hypostatized three types of

species of speech act. First, there is the locutionary act which has a2ani_lli

and, there is the illocutionary act which has a certain force in saving something.

Third, the perlocutionary act achieves a certain effec!..: by being said. 3 In this

breakdown. Austin brought to light several important distinctions about meaning

within the context of speech communication. He separated constantive statements,

which are susceptible to being true or false, from performative statements which

are actions per se. Also, 11-! provided a clear distinction between those theorists

who utilize formal semartics (or the rules of language) and those theorists who rely

upon logical analysts (or the rules of formal expression) to explain the nature of

meaning within human linguistic behavior.



These fundamental t_enei:s the eoeb Act theory have subseluntU been ea-

1,,17-d and refined, principally, 1b P. J. Gricela theory of non-natural meaning4

and its subsequent inclusion in John R. Searle's study of illocutionary acts as

paradmaticspeach acts of oommunication.5 it is precisley these advances on

Austin's theory that I want to discuss since they account for the thesis I am sug-

gesting.

In brief, Grice argues that there is a natural sense of the word "mean" which

can be exemplified in a sentence which has the form "A means (meant) to do so-and-so

(by X)" Or "A means (meant) by_ X that Put into the context of interpersonal

communication, Grice is suggesting that non-natural meaning is a situation where,

to sly that a speaker means something by X is to say that the speaker intended the

utterance of X to produce some effect in the listener by means of the li tener's

recognition of this (the speaker's) intention.

should note in passing that Grice's theory of speech act meaning has parallel

articulation in the "Co-orientation" hypothesis of the psychologist Theodore Newcomb,7-

Succinctly, Newcomb suggests that during interpersonal communication a co-orientatf,,n

or .symmetry of behavior develops which in fact accounts for communicative meaning.

I mention Newcomb's work primarily to indicate that the philosophic theory of speech

acts that I am-discussing has its hypothetical counterpart in experimental psycho-

logy. in short, both philosophy and psychology have articulated a theory of com-

municative meaning that is based in the peron-to-person construct of mutual inten-

tionality.
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At this point, we are faced with a problem. Most of is can readily accept the

thesis I have put forward, namely, that interpersonal communication consists of a

listener recognizing meaning by simultaneously recognizing the speaker's intention

in whatever t utters. Yet, anyone of us who has come into contact with a contem-

porary book on interpersonal communication will recollect that in the tradition of

General Semantics meaning is not in language or speech, but inside people.
8 What

this metaphorical conception suggest is that meaning is experience bound, bound

virtually to the individual person. As John Keltner comments, '1e must accept the

disheartening probability that neither of us can ever completely grasp a meaning as

the other has experienced it. "9 The equivocation of "meaning" and "experience" is

fairly obvious in all of this.

The fundamental issue at hand is that our understanding of experiences is no

more precise than our conception of meaning. And, to suggest that since experience

is person specific meaning must also be personal is intuitive, speculation at best.

The proof (o£ the criticism comes in an extended explanation, usually to the effect

that communication occurs when and where one person can experience by analogy what

another person senses. If experience is person specific, it is unique and analogy

to another unique set of experience is logically not possible. Or, if personal

experience is not unique but only private, direct communication is logically possible

and theoretically we should not have any problem saying exactly what we mean.

3



l:,4ever, it is more useful tor us to concive of communiceEien in Lts clIsiicai

"sharing"1:etween p?ople. nat is shared is not some analogy of experience,

but the mutual recognition of an intention in the expression uttered by a speaker act,

not of the speaker or listener, but as the action of both persons conjointly. The

speech act has no conmunicative force (no meaning) from just the speaker's point of

view nor just the listener's view. Put another way, the meaning that we call com-

munication is not just a person's individual experience of language, rather it is the

conative expectation of both speaker and listener that results in action, a linguistic

act eaboding the mutual intentionality of a speaker and listener. A speech act is

literally performed by two persons, hence Austin's distinction between the constantive

speech act of the individual that can be true or false to another and the performative

speech act which is an act carried out with a certain mutual force or effect as bet-

ween one person and another.

Perhaps it would be helpful to illustrate the present analysis by distinguishing

perlocutionary acts which have effect and illocutionary acts which have force. First,

let's look at a perlociitionary speech act. when a speaker says to a listener: "You

persuaded me to buy that new car"; the speaker's statement records a certain ac-

complished effect or-result, namely that the speaker was persuaded. Illocutionary

acts on the other hand create a certain linguistic force which is another way of

saying that they specify -information, i.e. a given sense and reference is prescribed

by the speaker's utterance. For example, if a speaker says to a listener: "I promise
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to by you ahey car tonight"; the , the staLoment h.1.3 a certain force, namely that

have promised. The mere uttering of the words "1 promise..." has the force of com-

mitting the speaker to an obligation to fulfill the listener's expectation. In short,

an illocutionary act is by definition an action accomplished with another person in

the uttering of the sentence.

It is precisely at this point in our analysis that Grice's theory of non-natural

meaning and Searle's conception of illocutionary acts provides a paradigmatic ex-

planation of communication-intention as a theory of interpersonal communication.

The illocutionary speech act is paradigmatic in the sense that it can only be explained

in terms of an interpersonal recognition of intention as the basis for mutual ex-

pectation and understanding between a speaker and listener. Take our previous ex-

ample again. A speaker utters the sentence: "r promise to buy you a new car tonight."

That statement will have meaning to the speaker ,ind listener only if the.following

nine conditions of interpersonal communication exist.

1. Normal input and output conditions obtain. That is, both persons speak the

same language, are physically capable of speaking and hearing and the like.

-2. The speaker expresses the proposition that p (the promise) in the utterance

of the sentence. In other words, the promise is articulated in the sentence uttered

3. In expressing that p (the promise), the speaker predicated a future act of

-himself. Thus, the speaker undertakes an obligation to act in the future in a certain

way with respect to the listener.



The listener would preL:er the sr_,2aer's dJL ; A (the future act) to his not

&eiag A, and the speaker believes that the listener would prefer his doing A to his

not doing A. Hence, both the speaker and the listener have a clear preferance for

the speaker keeping his promise.

5. It is not obvious to both the speaker and the listener that the speaker will

do A (the future act) in the normal course of events. In other words, the promise

predicated a future act that normally would not happen without the making of the

promise.

6. The speaker intends to do A (the future act). That is, the speaker is sin-

cere in his purpose.

7. The speaker intends that the utterance lf the sentence ("I promise ...") will

place him under an obligation to do A.

8. The speaker intends (intention 1) to produce in the listener the knowledge

(K) that the utterance of the sentence is Io count as placing the speaker under an

cbligation to do A. The speaker intends (intention 2) to produce K by means of the

recognition of "intention 1," and he intends "intention 1" to be recognized in virtue

of (by means of) the listener's knowledge of the meaning of the sentence.

9. The sematical rules of the dialect spoken by the speaker and listener are

such that the sentence is correctly and sincerely uttered if and only if conditions

one through eight obtain.
10



shoulci be so&:.;ilat cbvions I i tilk?:;e nine conditions fur the interpretation

of our example "I promise to buy you a neA,, car tonight" that meaning is not in the

speaker or listener. Rather, meaning is an interpersonal communication that is im-

plicit in the language construct used by the Speaker and recognized by the listener.

The mutual construction of intentionality emerges from the actions of people, from

their linguistic actions. There is nothing metaphorical about the illocutionary act

that specifies conative meaning as a given type ..)f intention, e.g. an informative

utterance. Nor, is there any ambiguity about perlocutionary acts that are linguistic

acts recording (as effects) the actions of the participants to the communication,

e.g. a persuasive utterance.

Iii

In conclusion, let me suggest that Grice's account of non-natural meaning allows

us to focus upon meaning as an action performed in language, rather than merely

suming that language reflects experien:e. Similarly, Searle's expl.nti, a of the

illoCutienary act provides a par,Idigm for explaining how a speech act accounts for

meaning in an interpersonal situation in which a speaker and a listener construct

a synergistic intention. In this context, then, the sueeCh act theory is an in

semantic theory of interpersonal communication.
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